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Abstract
The increasing rates of mental illness in the world is becoming an issue that has
been ignored for too long. Stigma and ableism, “discrimination against individuals
with disabilities or the tendency to be prejudiced against and to stereotype them
negatively,” are contributing factors to the delay of seeking mental health treatment
and worse prognosis (VandenBos & American Psychological Association, 2007).
Preventing mental illness in youth requires changes in education. By increasing
education at school, from parents, and understanding personal responsibility, it
may be possible to prevent or mitigate mental illness development. Though there
seems to be no one best practice for prevention, this multi-faceted approach can
be adaptable to each individual circumstance to greatly increase the efficacy of
early intervention and prevention therapies.
Keywords: adolescents, mental health, early intervention, mental health education,
stigma
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Society’s Responsibility to Prevent Rising Mental Illness in Youth
An 8-year-old child cries as he is driven away from the place where he
grew up, and on to a new town and new life. He is utterly devastated, lost, and
confused with where he stands among his peers. The differences in culture that
are evident in just a few hundred miles makes him a social outcast, incompatible
with the other children around him. This bright, extroverted child quickly retreats
within himself as he is tormented and bullied by people he thought could be his
new friends. Quickly, he becomes an introverted, shy, anxious, and completely
depressed child. In a perfect world, immediate action would be taken by either
teachers or parents to help this child get the support he needed to adjust and
understand what he was going through. Fast forward, and the child is now an
adult in his early 20s, and for the first time is told that constantly thinking about
taking his own life is not a normal state of being. This man now realizes that he
has a mental illness, a word that seems almost foreign in his own mouth. The
tragedy of this story does not lie in the illness, but in the simple realization that
earlier understanding and recognition could very well have changed the course
of this person’s life.
Though this may be a fictional representation, the circumstances
described could become the norm for many young people. Around the world, the
rate at which children and adolescents have submitted to psychological care has
increased dramatically over the past few years (Appleyard et al., 2007). However,
there are many students that choose not to disclose when they are struggling
either because of stigma or ignorance. For example, in a study on the effects of a
suicide prevention program, it was found that just under half of the participants
in the study that were in the at-risk population, had yet to seek any outside help
(Bailey et al., 2017). This trend is made all the more impactful when added with
the fact that many major depressive symptoms peak during adolescent years. Not
only do these symptoms peak during the formative years of puberty, but they also
carry on into early adulthood and beyond (Kwong et al., 2019). If these patterns
continue, the ramifications could be catastrophic. Unless something is done to
reverse this upward trend of the downward spiral, the next generation will likely
face a similar reality.
There is a stigma of ableism that surrounds the mentally ill. Ableism, which
is defined as “discrimination against individuals with disabilities or the tendency
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to be prejudiced against and to stereotype them negatively,” is unfortunately
very prevalent against those with mental illnesses (VandenBos & American
Psychological Association, 2007; Young et al., 2019). This is likely because, unlike
other handicaps or disabilities, mental illness can be invisible. Many people with
these disabilities refuse to allow it to come to light due to the stigma of ableism
that can accompany a disease that cannot be seen (Young et al., 2019). This
associated stigma is an additional struggle that someone experiencing a mental
crisis should not have to endure. Yet, if people can overcome the stigma that
surrounds mental illness, the road to recovery may become much clearer. As the
largest stumbling block when first beginning treatment for mental illness, stigma
often impedes progress toward recovery; when it is overcome the number of
people that seek help grows. When an individual starts the help-seeking process
for the first time, the likelihood of later help-seeking behaviors also increases
(Schomerus et al., 2019). Though there is stigma surrounding mental illness (with
the topic itself generally shunned or avoided for fear of triggering those who
suffer), a more in-depth and multi-faceted approach to mental health education
for adolescents should be adopted. Heightening awareness in an academic
environment, learning about mental health at home, and enhancing active
awareness of one’s own psychological well-being can dissipate feelings of shame
and increase young people’s willingness to seek help when needed.

Heightening Awareness at School
In a multifaceted approach to mental illness, it makes sense to ensure
that measures are taken in the places that adolescents spend a large amount of
time. With many high schools running on a schedule of eight hours per weekday,
creating an environment there that promotes heightened awareness for students
would be a good place to start. This does not mean that school-based intervention
programs are a sure way to prevent mental illness, there have been many studies
that have found that intervention programs in schools have had a limited effect in
combating disease (Gaete et al., 2016; Singh et al., 2019). However, while there
did not seem to be direct positive effects to the mental health of the participants,
there are longitudinal benefits to school-based interventions that may indirectly
contribute to the increase of good mental health in the students (Singh et al.,
2019). Even without direct effects, creating an environment in schools where
mental illness can be discussed freely should not be abandoned. The task becomes
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020
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finding a way to best capitalize on the indirect benefits that a school centered
intervention may bring.
Introducing mental health in school can bring awareness of these
diseases to the students and to those in a position to promote changes in these
students’ lives, as well as help normalize the discussion of mental illnesses. There
have been many studies on programs in schools focusing on mental health and
related concerns, like suicide, depression, anxiety, etc. In their study about
suicide prevention in schools, Bailey et al. (2017) found that almost half of the
students participating, who had no prior outcries or reporting of mental illness,
had mental states that made them at-risk for suicide. This drastic increase in the
rates of suicidal risk is concerning, but it may be combatted. Society can provide
the support to prevent future illness through preventative measures like school
programs focusing on mental illness (Jonge-Heesen et al., 2016; Silk et al., 2019).
Mental illness is clearly not completely unavoidable, however, with the proper
care and watchfulness for the warning signs, it may be avoided in a significant
number of cases.
Although school-based interventions are not always greatly impactful in
the short term and the longevity of the positive effects of these therapies leaves
much to be desired, there may be indirect longitudinal benefits. Singh et al. (2019)
conducted a study on others involved with the students, i.e., teachers and parents,
and found that there were longitudinal benefits that came indirectly in the form
of a reduction in depressive symptoms. This long-term benefit should be a focus
of intervention and shows how important it is to highlight the important issue
of mental illness. Within a support structure of teachers and parents, it may be
much easier to target those within the adolescent population with a greater need
for additional support, and that support may prove to be a long-term benefit that
is worth the investment.

Learning At Home
As the main point of reference for how life should be lived, parents
should be charged with the task of being a source of education regarding living
a happy life. However, stigma seems to be thickest within the walls of the home.
Knight and Winterbotham (2019) found that adults are less likely to perceive
mild symptoms of mental illness as important enough to seek treatment, though
they are more likely to identify major psychological issues than others. As mental
https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol15/iss2/5

5final edit 1 spring2021-guts.indd 45

45

4

1/8/22 8:57 PM

Smith: Society’s
Responsibility
to Illness
Prevent
Rising Mental Illness in Yout
Society’s Responsibility
to Prevent
Rising Mental
in Youth

illness is often progressive, it is important to identify symptoms before the sickness
interferes severely with daily life. A possible remedy for this could be to educate
parents on their own influence and on effective methods of supporting their
children.
Perhaps a parent’s largest influence in their children is the ability to affect
how a child perceives themselves. As children hold their parents as their main role
model, it follows that how they see themselves stems directly from what they have
been told by that model. However, it is not just important to avoid demeaning
a child, lack of positive encouragement also creates a void which may be filled
with outside negative influences whether that be peers or other unrealistic
standards set by the media. Positive reinforcement from parents is a necessity.
When added to other methods of mental illness prevention, parents focusing
on their children’s strengths significantly increases mental health (Shochet et al.,
2019). If the role of a parent as an influencer can be emphasized, children’s
mental health can be bolstered by having that type of positive influence to help
maintain their wellbeing.
Another important factor of a parent’s influence comes from their own
personal experience. If a parent understands their own mental health and can
understand what it means to suffer from mental illness, they can pass on that
knowledge. However, parents can be reluctant to disclose those challenges to
their children, often to protect their child from that stressful topic. Claus et al.
(2019) found that when placed in an open dialogue and a safe space, children
were able to understand much more about depression with their parents and cope
with stress. Additionally, the increased clarity in the parent/child relationship
may have also had a positive effect on communication between parent and
child. Thus, if parents are able to learn more about mental illness themselves
and start opening a dialogue with their children about this sometimes touchy
subject, both will reap the rewards of having a better understanding of the other.
This increase in understanding may be instrumental in helping prevent further
mental illnesses.
Providing support to a child in crisis is also a major role that parents
can play. When faced with mental illness, it can be hard to know just what to
do, especially if understanding of the symptoms and effects is limited. For many
who have not experienced mental illness, it can be a scary and daunting thing.
Parents often send their child to therapy and then hope for the best. However,
a more effective approach to support may include attending counseling with
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020
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their child. The ability to actively support a child in their treatment may be a
more accessible alternative to hospitalization for many parents and can be just
as effective (Esposito-Smythers et al., 2019). Taking an active role in a child’s
recovery may be an effective deterrent to further mental illness and ought to be
considered by parents as a way to actively support a struggling child.

Personal Responsibility
Without personally understanding the need for change or help, it is
almost impossible to successfully combat or overcome mental illness. This brings
into play the need to teach adolescents about their personal responsibilities
regarding living a mentally healthy life. Not only does understanding instigate
changes in one’s mental state, but it can also prevent worsening mental illness
from occurring. Some people find that understanding, in context to mental
health, prevents much of the extra stress from interactions with others (Claus et
al., 2019). It is therefore prudent to bring responsibility full circle and help the
adolescent generation to understand, though they are not alone in their struggle
towards recovery, they are responsible for their own wellbeing.
With personal uniqueness being a significant factor in all parts of life, it
is important to understand oneself. By understanding how mental illness affects
oneself, the options to combat failing health become clearer. This makes it essential
to teach children to self-reflect in a more meaningful way. Hankin et al. (2018)
found that testing to measure cognitive and interpersonal risks of depression
makes it possible to predict what will cause the onset of depressive episodes.
Early testing of youth could allow for the creation of personalized prevention
plans for adolescents. With these new strategies, understanding one’s mental
state may become easier and more straightforward. As further understanding
is developed, adolescents may become more motivated to seek out changes, and
that motivation may be key. Merrill et al. (2017) found that those with higher
levels of motivation reaped more benefit from psychotherapy intervention than
those with less motivation. Conversely, it was also found that the symptoms of
mental illness greatly decreased youth motivation. This makes it imperative
to teach youth to understand their mental states early. If it is possible to keep
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adolescents motivated to stay mentally healthy, it will be much easier for them to
prevent severe mental illness from ever occurring.
After understanding what mental illness means to them, society can then
teach the youth how to self-manage these diseases. Successfully self-managing
symptoms could lead to a positive effect on wellbeing, and may also lead to an
increase in confidence in one’s ability to overcome these significant obstacles.
There are numerous ways to self-manage. One study explored 50 different
strategies to see which were most effective and found that of the 50, 45 were used
by at least half of participants (van Grieken et al., 2018). With such a variety of
techniques available, if society were to combine teaching the youth what types of
things lead to their own personal illness episodes along with useful techniques in
managing during those times, there may be a way to drastically reduce the rising
rates of mental illness that is currently plaguing the world.

Conclusion
Through all the research that has been done about mental illness, it is
clear that one single perfect treatment may not exist, as mental illness is not
one single homogenous disease. There are many types, subtypes, and spectrums
within mental illness. It seems many treatments may have similar effects,
dependent on a variety of factors: the patient, the culture, the environment, the
course of illness, etc. (Esposito-Smythers et al., 2019; Gaete et al., 2016; Singh et
al., 2019). Despite the tenacity of mental illness and the struggles that society has
faced in counteracting this pandemic, there is likely effective treatment options
that can be applied to individuals in their unique situations/circumstances.
The pattern of misunderstanding and stigmatization may be the reason that it
becomes so hard to see when people are struggling with their mental wellbeing.
To live in a world where being able to discern major mental illness is common,
yet understanding mild symptoms is often overlooked is no longer a viable option
(Knight & Winterbotham, 2019). Rejecting milder symptoms opens the door
for more severe symptoms to emerge in the future. To prevent those harsher
symptoms from ever becoming more prevalent, it is important to incorporate
interventions into the core of an adolescent’s life.
In reducing the stigma around mental illness via a multi-faceted approach,
the school system should become an environment where mental illness can be
discussed openly. Though the benefits of increasing psychological education
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020
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may not directly influence the main student audience, the indirect benefit of
having positive role models with a better understanding of mental health can be
life changing (Singh et al., 2019). At the very least, being better able to identify
adolescents that struggle with their mental health could provide an advantage
in combating mental illness (Bailey et al., 2017). Ensuring that mental health is
watched at school, a place where youth spend a majority of time, may enable
positive changes to be made by those in a position to evoke that response.
As the primary role model, youth most often look to their parents for
a baseline on how to live. This makes it important that parents share their
experiences with mental health with their children. By doing so, parents can help
to lift the stigma of mental illness and help reduce the stress of mental illness faced
by their children (Claus et al., 2019). In addition to sharing experience, a parent
can have a great effect on mental wellbeing by supporting their children. Focusing
on their child’s strengths in combination with other therapeutic interventions can
increase these positive effects (Shochet et al., 2019). Parents who are taught these
skills can be better prepared to implement them into the lives of their children
and help defend them against the rising rates of mental illness.
Perhaps most importantly, there must be a method by which the youth
are taught to take responsibility for their own mental wellbeing. By becoming
self-reliant and by self-managing symptoms, youth tend to have a more positive
outlook and are more motivated to make changes for themselves (Merrill et al.,
2017). With so many different forms of self-managing to incorporate, there are
bound to be a few that are effective for each unique person (van Grieken et
al., 2018). If society can raise awareness through educating the youth on these
topics, the tide of rising mental illness may be stemmed.
Although there are limitations that have been found in the research that
has been done so far, it shows a clear avenue for further research. The shortterm failings of school- and home-based interventions, though concerning,
should not hinder their uses. It may be possible that combining school and home
interventions may have an additional positive effect in the short-term on mental
health that each intervention is lacking separately. This is an area in which more
research could and should be done.
The steps to ensure that mental illness does not impede the limitless potential
of the younger generations are within reach. It is the duty of the schools, parents,
and the individual to help combat this pandemic of mental illness. If society can
work together to fight, the prognosis of the future may be much brighter, but
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we need to begin the process now. Hopefully, it may be possible to reverse the
current upward trend of mental illness and have a better hope for tomorrow.

References
Appleyard, K., Egeland, B., & Sroufe, L. (2007). Direct social support for young highrisk children: Relations with behavioral and emotional outcomes across time.
Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 35(3), 443–457. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10802-007-9102-y.
Bailey, E., Spittal, M. J., Pirkis, J., Gould, M., & Robinson, J. (2017). Universal
suicide prevention in young people: An evaluation of the safeTALK program in
Australian high schools. Crisis: The Journal of Crisis Intervention and Suicide Prevention,
38(5), 300–308. https://doi.org/10.1027/0227-5910/a000465.
Claus, N., Marzano, L., Loechner, J., Starman, K., Voggt, A., Loy, F., Wermuth, I.,
Haemmerle, S., Engelmann, L., Bley, M., Schulte-Koerne, G., & Platt, B. (2019).
Qualitative evaluation of a preventive intervention for the offspring of parents
with a history of depression. BMC Psychiatry, 19. https://doi.org/10.1186/
s12888-019-2273-6
Jonge-Heesen, K. W. J., van Ettekoven, K. M., Rasing, S. P. A., Oprins-van Liempd,
F. H. J., Vermulst, A. A., Engels, R. C. M. E., & Creemers, D. H. M. (2016).
Evaluation of a school-based depression prevention program among adolescents
with elevated depressive symptoms: Study protocol of a randomized controlled
trial. BMC Psychiatry, 16. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-016-1119-8
Esposito-Smythers, C., Wolff, J. C., Liu, R. T., Hunt, J. I., Adams, L., Kim, K., Frazier,
E. A., Yen, S., Dickstein, D. P. & Spirito, A. (2019). Family-focused cognitive
behavioral treatment for depressed adolescents in suicidal crisis with co-occurring
risk factors: A randomized trial. The Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry, 60(10),
1133-1141. https://doi.org/10.1111/jcpp.13095
Gaete, J., Martinez, V., Fritsch, R., Rojas, G., Montgomery, A. A., & Araya, R. (2016).
Indicated school-based intervention to improve depressive symptoms among
at risk Chilean adolescents: A randomized controlled trial. BMC Psychiatry, 16.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-016-0985-4
Hankin, B. L., Young, J. F., Gallop, R., & Garber, J. (2018). Cognitive and interpersonal
vulnerabilities to adolescent depression: Classification of risk profiles for a
personalized prevention approach. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 46(7),
1521-1533. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10802-018-0401-2
Knight, B. G. & Winterbotham, S. (2019). Rural and urban older adults’ perceptions
of mental health services accessibility. Aging & Mental Health, 24(6), 978-984.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13607863.2019.1576159
Kwong, A. S. F., Manley, D., Timpson, N. J., Pearson, R. M., Heron, J., Sallis, H.,
Stergiakouli, E., Davis, O. S. P., & Leckie, G. (2019). Identifying critical points of
Published by BYU ScholarsArchive, 2020

50

5final edit 1 spring2021-guts.indd 50

9

1/8/22 8:57 PM

Intuition:
The BYU Undergraduate
of Psychology,
Society’s Responsibility
to Prevent RisingJournal
Mental Illness
in Youth Vol. 15 [2020], Iss. 2, Art. 5
trajectories of depressive symptoms from childhood to young adulthood. Journal
of Youth and Adolescence, 48(4), 815-827. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-0180976-5
Merrill, B. M., Warren, J. S., Garcia, D. J., & Hardy, S. (2017). Youth motivation
as a predictor of treatment outcomes in a community mental health system.
Psychotherapy Research, 27(2), 215-226. https://doi.org/10.1080/10503307.2015.
1090037
Schomerus, G., Stolzenburg, S., Freitag, S. Speerforck, S., Janowitz, D., Evans-Lacko,
S., Muehlan, H., & Schmidt, S. (2019). Stigma as a barrier to recognizing
personal mental illness and seeking help: A prospective study among untreated
persons with mental illness. European Archives of Psychiatry and Clinical Neuroscience,
269(4). https://doi.org/10.1007/s00406-018-0896-0
Shochet, I. M., Saggers, B. R., Carrington, S. B., Orr, J. A., Wurfl, A. M., & Duncan,
B. M. (2019). A strength-focused parenting intervention may be a valuable
augmentation to a depression prevention focus for adolescents with autism. Journal
of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 49(5), 2080-2100. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10803-019-03893-6
Silk, J. S., Price, R. B., Rosen, D., Ryan, N. D., Forbes, E. E., Siegle, G. J., Greg, J., Dahl,
R. E., McMakin, D. L., Kendall, P. C., & Ladouceur, C. D. (2019). A longitudinal
follow-up study examining adolescent depressive symptoms as a function of prior
anxiety treatment. Journal of the American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry,
58(3), 359–367. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaac.2018.10.012
Singh, N., Minaie, M. G., Skvarc, D. R., & Toumbourou, J. W. (2019). Impact of
a secondary school depression prevention curriculum on adolescent socialemotional skills: Evaluation of the resilient families program. Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, 48(6), 1100-1115. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-019-00992-6
van Grieken R. A., van Tricht M. J., Koeter M. W. J., van den Brink W., & Schene A.
H. (2018). The use and helpfulness of self-management strategies for depression:
The experiences of patients. PLoS ONE 13(10), https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0206262.
VandenBos, G. R., & American Psychological Association. (2007). APA dictionary of
psychology. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.
Young, R. E., Goldberg, J. O., Struthers, C. W., McCann, D., & Phills, C. E. (2019).
The subtle side of stigma: Understanding and reducing mental illness stigma
from a contemporary prejudice perspective. Journal of Social Issues, 75(3), 943–
971. https://doi.org/10.1111/josi.12343

https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/intuition/vol15/iss2/5

5final edit 1 spring2021-guts.indd 51

51

10

1/8/22 8:57 PM

